Scholarship on Mexico's place within the African Diaspora has experienced a veritable renaissance of late. Herman Bennett's book, Africans in Colonial Mexico, contributes to this effort by examining sixteenth-and seventeenth-century Mexico City, the capital of a colony that for much of this period held the second largest African slave population and the largest free black population in the Americas.
Bennett scrutinizes the lives and process of community formation of the enslaved and free through a close-reading of marriage petitions and bigamy trials adjudicated by the Mexican Inquisition. He posits that an African creole consciousness evolved hand-in-hand with a "legal consciousness" by which individuals learned to position themselves within colonial institutions and practices. In particular, he argues that Spanish absolutism, by which chattel were transformed into both vassals of the Crown and members of the Catholic community, enabled Africans and their descendants to curtail the control and authority of the paterfamilias, the slave owner, while asserting their own social networks and communities.
The opening chapters set the stage for the central findings of the book. Chapter 1 summarizes current knowledge of the foundations of African slavery in rural and urban settings throughout Mexico. Echoing the work of Ira Berlin, Bennett argues that New Spain, and Mexico City more specifically, constituted a "slave society," where "the masterslave relationship provided the model for all social relations," although curiously this paradigm is argued to have evolved in absence of a well-developed plantation system (p. The final chapter offers a detailed reconstruction of the lives of four black and mulatto defendants punished for bigamy by Mexico City's second auto-de-fe in 1575. Emphasizing again the correlation of creolization with an awareness of and ability to navigate Iberian legal institutions and norms, Bennett demonstrates how the accused articulated the dominant Christian discourse while refusing to buckle entirely to the power and authority of their inquisitors. The agency of historical subalterns can be extended only so far, however. As Bennett reiterates, the absolutist state's interest in the enslaved was driven by a desire to regulate the bodies and lives of a new group of Christians. Interactions with Church institutions, whether that be a priest supervising a marriage or an inquisitor punishing the transgressions against that sacrament, were still instances where "the beliefs, customs, and bodies of Africans were steadily redefined in Christian terms," highlighting "the disruptive potential of Christianity" (p. 180).
In sum, Bennett's study of the limits of the absolutist project and the manner in which Africans interacted with and absorbed Christian discourse represents an important contribution to our understanding of the African experience in Mexico. While the author's argument is discernible throughout, his decision to present a large number of case studies in great detail at times makes it difficult to distinguish the forest for the trees. Indeed, the numerous claims of "patterns" backed by anecdotal case studies rather than a more quantifiable presentation of the evidence can be frustrating. The numerous marriage petitions and supporting witnesses that support the claims of chapter 4, for instance, seem suitable for such an alternative analysis, which might clarify the various trends the author purports to discern in the data. Nevertheless, specialists will recognize that Bennett has accomplished a remarkable feat in reconstituting the lives of New Spain's early African population despite the many intrinsic limitations of his source material, and in offering a new vantage point from which to study this important component of the African Diaspora. 
